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by Joseph L. Sax
Professor of Law, University of Michigan
In May and June of this year I made my third trip to Japan
to lecture on environmental law. On each previous occasion
I had been struck by the contrasts between that country and
our own, but I had never put my impressions in writing. As
the years passed, my memories faded. This time I
determined to keep a journal during the entire four weeks
of my visit. Because Japan is still quite unfamiliar to many
Americans, and because I had the advantage of getting
outside the paths of the conventional organized tour, I
thought readers of Law Quadrangle Notes might enjoy
sharing some of my experiences. What follows are edited
extracts from the diary I kept between May 22 and June 18,

previously explored. Because I have been working on some
problems of the national parks, and because I like to spend
my leisure time in the mountains, I asked our host to
arrange for us to spend our first days in the Japan Alps
National Park, some 150 miles west and north of Tokyo.

... our hosts could never quite suppress the
fear that I would fall off the mountains
sometime before I was to deliver my
lectures.

1979.

Though my wife and I had been invited to spend four
weeks in Japan, my formal responsibilities were quite
limited. I would lecture in Tokyo at an environmental
forum . The forum was financed by Japanese plaintiffs'
lawyers, who had successfully represented pollution
victims in damage cases. They were ploughing back some of
their "profits" into public meetings on environmental
issues at a time when it was feared that the government's
commitment to pollution control was waning. I also had to
lecture one evening in Osaka, and to meet with some people
in Kyoto and Tokyo for informal discussions ; but most of my
time was free to see areas of the country that I had not

I was both relieved and disconcerted to find that he had
arranged for an interpreter to accompany us: relieved
because our Japanese conversation hardly extends beyond
an ability to ask for the way to the bathroom and the railway
station; but uneasy because an official interpreter can make
life more formal in the process of making it smoother, and
in the past we had rather enjoyed the attention the Japanese
hestow on seemingly helpless foreigners who come to outof-the-way places. It was therefore a pleasant surprise to
learn that our guide was the 20-year-old son of an Osaka
lawyer whom I knew. Shigeki turned out to be the perfect
companion. He was a college student who loved the
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mountains, an expert skier and semi-professional musician,
and utterly charming. When I asked him what he was
studying, he told me (to my surprise) that he was very
interested in the women's issue. The reason, he explained
slyly, was that he had a serious woman problem : three
ladies had proposed to him during the last year.
Shigeki was a marvelous exemplar of the openness and
exuberance of youth combined with the conscientiousness
to which the Japanese are trained. I soon discovered, for
example, that he called his father every evening to give
assurances that we had survived the day without untoward
incidents (our hosts could never quite suppress the fear that
I would fall off the mountains sometime before I was to
deliver my lectures).
When I told him, during our hikes in the mountains, that
we might use the opportunity for me to learn a little more
Japanese, he rose to the challenge far beyond my
expectations. Not only did we carry on rudimentary
Japanese conversations on our walks every day, but
thereafter each night he insisted that we spend an hour in
the hotel lobby going over the vocabulary and grammar of
the day. I am certain his father had asked him what we
were doing; that Shigeki had told him about my request to
learn some Japanese; and that the son was now committed
to preparing me well enough so he could report back
success in the task he had undertaken.
While to most foreigners the most exotic feature of
Japanese hotels is the public bath, for me it is the Japanese
towel phenomenon. On first entering our bathroom, I
discovered no towels. Hanging over the sink was a piece of
cloth resembling a handkerchief or a small dishrag. When I
called for a towel, I received yet another dishrag. This was
as disconcerting as the American tourists' initial discovery
of a bidet in a European hotel. It must be functional, but
how? It wasn't until the next evening, on accompanying
Shigeki to the public bath, that I learned the answer.
Though I had been in traditional Japanese inns before, I
had never had the courage to go to the communal bath. But
Shigeki emboldened me; and late one night we went
together. The solution is dazzlingly obvious. The Japanese
simply believe in air drying; the dishrag is waved up and
down, fan fashion , and soon the bather is refreshingly cool
and dry.
As always, Shigeki's moves were calculated. He was very
eager to go to the bath with me because he had a question to
ask, and he could not find another setting in which to ask it
without seeming intrusive. How often do Americans bathe?
He had apparently heard of the "Saturday night bath" and
was extremely eager to know if that was the practice I
followed. He was plainly relieved to learn that I routinely
bathed on a daily basis.
The Japan Alps are really quite lovely. There are no
peaks as high or as rugged as the Rockies or the Sierra
Nevada. The highest point is slightly above 9,000 feet
elevation, but the cone-like, snow-covered volcanic
mountains are extremely attractive. And there are some
marvelous birds. One morning I saw a narcissus flycatcher,
with his bright orange throat and pale yellow breast
enclosed in a frame of black. Neither do the parks (at least
those few that I visited) have anything like the wilderness
quality of our Western areas. The Japanese are far more
ready to permit commercial developments within park
boundaries than we are . At Nikko, the most famous park,
the town of Chuzenji- right in the middle of the park- is
depressingly commercialized, though the setting is
spectacular: mountain-enclosed lakes are perched one
above the other, with cascading water drooping down,
down, and finally into the river at the bottom. Yet the area
is full of tour buses, stores, and vendors, with a
commercially run elevator that takes mobs of tourists down
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the length of the falls . A reminder of Niagara at its worst.
The commercialism is less obtrusive for the Japanese
than for us, I think, because they see nature more as art
than as a biological system. They look beyond the human
intrusions to the fundamental shapes and sights of the
setting, and what they see pleases them . A day spent in the
National Museum at Kyoto- a splendid place, full of
Japanese nature painting- reveals quite clearly the
Japanese vision of nature.

It was . .. a floating Japanese hotdog stand,

aggressively vending light lunches to those
who had just made the ... trip down the
river.

Even for me, the entrepreneur's appearance in a natural
setting was not always offensive. One day I decided to take
a boat trip down a fast running river that coursed between
high cliffs. At the end of the trip, as we entered a broad and
calm area of the river, I was astonished to see another boat
pull up alongside and fasten itself to our boat. It was-to no
one's surprise but mine- a snack ship, a floating Japanese
hotdog stand, aggressively vending light lunches to those
who had just made the not-very-perilous trip down the
river.
After leaving the Japan Alps, we visited the city of
Kanazawa. The place itself was less notable than one of the
wonderful sights seen on the train that took us there. A
meticulously dressed Japanese businessman, dark suited
with white shirt and banker's tie, sat down next to me, took
off his shoes and socks, put up his feet and began to read the
newspaper. Well, why not?
While I am thinking of experiences on the train, I recall a
fantasy moment on the trip from Kyoto to Tokyo via the
famous bullet train. I must explain that for some days
previously I had been searching the stores to buy a necktie
as a gift for a friend . But ties, like almost everything else in
Japan, are terribly expensive. I could hardly believe what I
saw: Almost no nice tie cost less than $25, and prices of $40
and $65 were not at all uncommon. I was feeling mildly
discouraged by all this when the day came to take the
Kyoto-Tokyo bullet train, which is frequented largely by
businessmen. As I made my way to the dining car, passing
through several others, it suddenly occurred to me that
virtually everyone was wearing one of those $40 and up ties.
A veritable fortune. In a flash, it all appeared in my mind's
eye: a great train robbery; we enter, show our guns, tell the
passengers to keep their wallets and their watches, and
hand over their ties.
Ties are not the only appallingly expensive things. A
friend brought us one day a box of grapes that we found
extraordinarily delicious. On checking at the grocery store,
we saw them priced at $20 a pound. We also saw a $20
melon, and ate in a restaurant where beefsteak (admittedly
one of the most expensive items in Japan) was priced at $40
per serving, a la carte. An item in the paper remarked that
living in Japan is not really all that expensive so long as you
don't need (1) to live in an apartment, (2) see a dentist, or (3)
eat a melon.
For a change of scene, we decided to spend a few days at
a seaside resort, Matsushima. Matsushima is a rather less
elegant place than most we had visited. There dinner was
served communally in a huge dining room on the top floor.

We were without an interpreter at this point and pretty
much had to feel our way around in the local customs. Most
Japanese hotels provide.a lightweight kimono in the room
for each guest. We routinely wore them while eating meals
in our room. We thought about our attire as we got ready to
go to the dining room, and decided to wear our street
clothes. A mistake; among the several hundred guests, we
alone were not wearing the hotel-provided kimono . Two
conspicuous foreigners immersed in a bathrobe army.
The food was superb. If one likes seafood, there is no
place like Japan. After dinner, which included all-youcould-drink beer, sake, and whiskey, the entertainment was
presented. A semi-exotic dancer, which is to say, a lady who
wiggled demurely in a low cut costume performing a sort of
danse du ventre that was slightly more decorous than erotic,
accompanied by a male accordian player and another man
who- at what seemed to me quite irregular intervalsthumped a large hanging drum. But everyone had a
splendid time, including us . Foreigners so often see the
Japanese in either formal or (for them) unfamiliar settings,
that it is easy to be unaware of how relaxed and fun-loving
they can be when the business day is done. I spent a
number of evenings in little clubs with Japanese colleagues,
where hostesses keep the drinks and conversation flowing,
and where the professor or businessman, after hours, is
capable of considerable spirited and spiritous merriment.

"The only things in this house 'made in
Japan' are the children."

At least to an American, Japan is still very much a man's
world. I was- as in the past-routinely invited out both to
dinners and for the evening without my wife. On this issue I
decided I would take my stand, hoping it would be
considered the eccentricity of a stranger rather than
downright rudeness . I made clear that for any dinner
invitations, it would simply have to be both my wife and
myself, or neither. Our hosts were extremely gracious. Not
only was my wife invited, but everyone else was invited to
bring his wife (I encountered very few women professors or
lawyers who would have been invited "on their own") . In
fact, however, only a small minority of wives came. Some,
doubtless, stayed home because they did not speak English
or a European language. But we were told later by a friend
(the wife of a Japanese professor we have known for some
years) that at least a few of the men had told their wives
they could not come. The status of Japanese women is still
very different from that of their American counterparts,
and despite the extreme courtesy and graciousness of the
Japanese, it was the only issue on which we felt periodically
uncomfortable .
The same lady who told us about the invitations of wives
to the dinner parties had us to dinner at her home one
evening along with several other mutual Japanese friends.
She and her husband have travelled very widely around the
world, and they were showing the guests some of the
interesting things they had acquired on trips to the United
States, Germany, Norway, and a number of other places,
leading one of the Japanese guests to remark: "The only
things in this house 'made in Japan' are the children."
Perhaps one of the best known facts about the Japanese is
that they find it very difficult to learn to speak English. In
fact, however, it is quite easy for an American to

understand Japanese people speaking English if one only
listens carefully, attentive to such common problems as the
difficulty in pronouncing the letter "r." At times,
nonetheless communication reaches an impasse . I was
sitting one afternoon in Tokyo's Hibiya Park, taking in the
sunshine, when a man approached and asked if I minded
conversing with him. Of course not. He was studying
English, and was eager for opportunities to talk to native
speakers of the language. His English was quite good. He
told me that he read the English language paper every day
for practice, and understood it easily, but that occasionally
certain idiomatic expressions baffled him. There was one in
that very day's paper, he noted. It was just before the Tokyo
summit meeting and President Carter was coming to Japan.
Carter had created quite a stir by indicating that he might
like to take his daily run along the top of the wall of the
Imperial Palace. The Japanese police were quite
disconcerted by this proposal, and the headline in the Japan
Times read: "Jogging Carter Keeps Japanese Security Men
On The Run." Obvious as it is to us, no amount of explaining
could convey to my new-found conversational partner the
sense of this mild play on words.
Sometimes one is simply beyond the realm of translation.
One day just before we left, an elegant reception was given
for me. As is customary at such gatherings in Japan, I was
called upon to say a few words of greeting and appreciation.
I did so, in English of course. But, somewhat to my surprise,
no translation was forthcoming. It took me only a moment to
realize why. If I had said what I should have said on such an
occasion, the essence of my comments would be obvious
even to those who knew no English. In such a case no
translation would be necessary. If, conversely, I did not say
the appropriate words for such an occasion, no translation
would be desirable . Very clever people, these Japanese.

Joseph L. Sax

21

